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STRANDING OF CUVIER'S BEAKED WHALES ON BALTRA 
by Gary Robinson, Friedemann Koster and Jose Villa 
Charles Darwin Research Station, Isla Santa Cruz, Galapagos, Ecuador 
At 9 a.m. on March 1, 1983, tourists and guides observed a pod of six Cuvier's beaked whales, Ziphius 
cavirostris, entering the port of Baltra Island (approx. 0°26' S. Lat. and 9(f'17' W. Long.) in the Galapagos. 
The whales swam along the southern perimeter of the bay, turned northward after reaching shallow 
water, and then swam directly onshore, stranding themselves on a sandy beach in the northeast corner of 
the bay. The largest whale of the group, described as the leader by the tour guides present, was the first to 
head ashore where it thrashed about vigorously in the low surf. This individual was closely followed by a 
second. In this corner of the port there are remnants of steel pilings installed when Baltra served as a U.S. 
military base during World War 2. The two whales, both between 5 and 6 meters in length, were 
apparently lacerated by these pilings because the water soon became bloodied as they moved about. One 
of the two was positively identified as a male by the two teeth on the tip of the lower jaw. Only in the males 
of Ziphiusdo the teeth erupt from the gum (Morzer-Bruyns, 1971; Heintzelman, 1981; Leatherwood, et ai., 
1982). The sex of the second individual was not ascertained. The other four beaked whales, which were 
also not identified as to sex, remained close by in slightly deeper water. Within a few minutes of the initial 
stranding, the group leader stopped all movement and drifted seaward with the waves, while the other five 
abandoned the beach and began swimming southward though still remaining close to shore. Soon 
afterward, two of the whales were no longer seen. Presumably, they dove and left the bay. 
News of the stranding was communicated by radio to the National Park Service and the Charles Darwin 
Research Station on Santa Cruz Island. When we arrived at Baltra at 2.30 p.m. on the same day, 4 whales 
were still present in the bay. Both of the first whales to become stranded were now dead, one floating at the 
north end of the bay, the other at the south end. Two live whales were grounded in water of 1 meter depth 
on another sandy beach in the center of the bay next to a rocky outcrop. As the waves broke over the 
floundering animals, they rolled on to their sides, permitting a good inspection of the protruding lower 
jaw, head shape, and fin placement characteristic ofCuvier's beaked whales. Neither individual possessed 
visible teeth, indicating that they were either immature males or females. Though the two live whales had 
superficial scrapes they appeared to be otherwise unhurt and not stranded in water so shallow that they 
could not swim off. Nevertheless, they continued to swim toward shallower water despite the hordes of 
tourists who had gathered to watch the phenomenon. 
At about 3 p.m. one of the whales rolled seaward and then swam off, only to turn around when several 
hundred meters out and swim directly on to another sandy beach 100 meters to the south. Within minutes 
the second live whale repeated the same scenario, coming alongside the first. Here, the beaked whales 
floundered in the surf for another twenty minutes or so before they again abandoned this beach and swam 
south towards one of the floating dead whales. However, instead of stranding themselves once more, the 
whales dove and were not seen again. 
What could have prompted the beaked whales to enter Baltra port and purposely beach themselves? 
Reasons why whales become stranded are various but largely speculative. Scientists have identified illness, 
injury, parasitism and impairment of echo-locating ability as possible causes, but autopsy of dead 
stranded whales is necessary to provide clues. These are not the only reasons why whales become stranded. 
For instance, whales may occasionally pursue prey into water so shallow that they become accidentally 
trapped by receeding tides. Smaller whale species may endeavour to escape from predators by swimming 
into water too shallow for their hunters to follow. 
Of the six beaked whales that entered the Baltra port, only the two whales that were injured on the steel 
pilings definitely died. This fact does not preclude illness or parasitism as potential causes of the stranding 
and death since an autopsy was not possible. Four of the whales left the area and there have been no 
further reports of dead whales washed ashore in this vicinity. This implies that they may have survived 
though it is impossible to be certain. 
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It is not likely that the beaked whales were pursuing prey since they are thought to feed on squid and fish in 
deep water (Leatherwood, et aI., 1982). It is conceivable that they may have first entered the port to escape 
from predators such as killer whales which are often seen around Baltra. However, no reports of killer 
whales in the area were made on March I when the stranding occurred. Therefore, we are left with another 
curious report of whales stranding themselves for some unattributable reason. 
This stranding of Ziphius cavirostris is significant in that it confirms the presence of these little known 
whales in Galapagos waters. Cuvier's beaked whales have previously been identified as occurring in 
Galapagos only on the basis of visual observations and photographs made at sea (see Leatherwood, et aI., 
1982). 
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